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Introduction

St Michael or Aird-Mhicheil. At the distance of 2½ miles from Bornish lies the foundation of an old church, surrounded as usual by a burial ground. St Michael was the patron saint of the whole of the Long Island from the Butt of Lewis to the Sound of Barra. Of old it was observed as a holy day of Obligation by the Catholics of this place, but long since this obligation was done away with. Still in my younger years it was kept as a day of rest from work by the voluntary consent of the people. There was always great preparation made for this festival. The good wife assisted by her daughters, prepared on the night previously a particular kind of cakes or bannocks called Struan, whatever signification this word may have. This struan or cake was made of eggs, cream and other good ingredients, which rendered it very palatable. It was made of a very large size, and one was made for every member of the family. I was told that during the time that I was at College my good Mother baked one in my name, rather a useless sort of work, seeing that it was not possible for me to taste a morsel of it. It was morevoer considered that the year would turn out unlucky for that member of the family whose struan sustained any damage in the process of baking.
   It was customary for the priest in charge of the mission, to celebrate mass on this day in the ruins of the Old Church, where almost all the people assembled form the ford of Benbecula to the sound of Barra. The most of them took their ponies with them, each lad having his lass en croupe behind him. When mass was over, horse racing commenced. If the tide answered, they retired to the strand, where there were miles of a most beautiful and long stretch of plain, where they could [test] to perfection the mettle of their steeds. In case that the tide was not favourable, they were never at loss, as there were other plains which answered well enough the purpose. The proceedings of the day ended by a ball in every township.​[1]​

Geographically and temporally, the focus of this paper differs from many others in this volume. It offers a preliminary exploration of a cosmological – or at least potentially cosmological – topic from the modern western Scottish Gàidhealtachd, that is regions which are, or were until relatively recently, predominantly Gaelic-speaking. Its subject is an interrelated group of calendar customs during a period stretching from the early eighteenth century to the present day. Rather than examine any putative cosmological structures in themselves, it is proposed to investigate the alterations and transformations these customs underwent as a result of specific socio-economic historical processes and specific individual events. In so doing, I should like to draw attention to the serious problems involved in trying to make use of extremely diverse nineteenth-century ethnographic sources in order to draw sweeping conclusions about purportedly recurring patterns of popular belief, ritual practice, or, at a deeper level, cosmology. Apparently profound, underlying, even unchanging cosmological structures may well be, under particular circumstances, rather weaker, shallower, more vulnerable, more contingent than we might like to believe. This paper will also advance the possibility that further investigation of the calendar customs of the early modern Scottish Gàidhealtachd, placing them in a wider cultural context, may offer innovative perspectives on socio-economic and cultural change.

Much of this paper derives from research carried out into the papers of the Scottish Gaelic folklorist and antiquary Alexander Carmichael (1832–1912), who spent some fifty years recording and transcribing all manner of lore and oral literature, from long narratives and Ossianic ballads to charms, blessings, proverbs, and individual items of vocabulary, throughout the Gàidhealtachd. The fruits of his labours – reworked, reconstructed, and polished – are printed in the compendious six-volume Carmina Gadelica (1900–71).​[2]​ For Carmichael, the crucial phase in his folklore-collecting career was the period he spent working as an exciseman in the islands of Uist in the Outer Hebrides between 1864 and 1882. During this period he grew interested in local religious practices and beliefs: charms and blessings whose texts and accompanying ritual performances are presented in Carmina Gadelica, island calendar customs and ceremonies, still maintained or only preserved in memory, and historical anecdotes concerning material ecclesiastical remains. His marriage to the strongly episcopalian Mary Frances Macbean (1837–1928) in 1868 may have encouraged this interest. For at least a decade beforehand, his wife had been employed as housekeeper for the Rev. George Hay Forbes (1821–75) of Burntisland, clergyman, scholar, and owner of the Pitsligo Press, best-known today for having edited a series of high-quality editions of Scottish historical liturgies and hagiographies.​[3]​ Another crucial factor encouraging Carmichael’s interest in traditional island spirituality was the family’s move from Protestant North Uist – indeed, from the local minister’s manse – south to the Roman Catholic area of the islands in the summer of 1871, first to Ìochdar in South Uist, then north over the ford to Creag Ghoraidh, Benbecula.​[4]​ It was now much easier for Carmichael to collect charms, blessings, and traditional prayers from his neighbours; in the north such material, though undoubtedly still extant, had mostly been driven ‘underground’ by evangelical revivals.

As primary source material, Carmichael’s printed texts and accompanying notes are contentious. Most, perhaps all, of the charms, blessings, and work songs printed in the first two volumes of Carmina Gadelica – those printed during his own lifetime, in 1900 – represent ‘reconstructed’ versions of the original field texts. Polishing of the texts is pervasive: quite how omnipresent it is can be gauged by returning to Carmichael’s original field recordings or their initial transcriptions, mostly preserved in 26 extant field notebooks and 5 transcription books.

On comparing the original items with their printed counterparts – and, where possible, inspecting the rarely preserved rough editing copies – it is evident that Alexander Carmichael felt that the charms, blessings, and prayers which he had recorded could not do justice to the original reciters, to the circumstances of collection, to their greater meaning, or to the mysterious story, the ‘referent image’, so often lying behind them. When reduced to words on a bare page, they were simply not numinous enough for Carmina Gadelica. Where, as was generally the case, several versions of the same charm type existed, one option was to attempt to collate them and so reconstitute a putative ideal original, an approach perfectly conventional at the time and indeed for several generations afterwards when applied to oral poetry. Using his remarkable knowledge of Gaelic tradition, and with the help of family and friends, Alexander Carmichael set to work on the material he had at hand. It is clear from his manuscripts that he was prepared to enhance and even rewrite substantial portions of his original material before publishing, smoothing metre, cadence, and rhyme, heightening and refining language, adding esoteric referents, even introducing obscure vocabulary and archaic names in order to enhance the impact which the hymns and charms – and the quotations from the informants themselves – would exert upon the reader of Carmina Gadelica.​[5]​

Any attempt to treat the printed texts in Carmina Gadelica as straightforward, authentic primary sources which may give insight into possible deep structures or cosmological patterns, is therefore extremely problematic. The texts have been archaised and esotericised; new elements – sometimes startlingly so – have been inserted. As sources, Carmichael’s printed texts are fatally compromised.

It is not only individual items in Carmina Gadelica which have been revised and recreated during the editing process. Alexander Carmichael and his assistants subjected the information which he had collected concerning local customs and belief to a comparable, and comparably pervasive, reworking: merging, smoothing, polishing, and archaising. Charm texts were detached from specific social contexts and re-presented as enduring examples of personal piety and esoteric wisdom. Calendar customs were similarly decontextualised, portrayed in a timeless, synchronic fashion rather than as a set of related but disparate practices linked to a specific historical era, and at least partially fulfilling specific functions within the community observing them.


I
‘When pagan cult and Christian doctrine meet’: Carmichael’s Michaelmas

At first glance, Alexander Carmichael’s description in Carmina Gadelica i, 198–209, of the popular celebrations connected with Michaelmas or Latha Fhéill Mìcheil  (29 September), would appear to offer a rich lode of material to the cosmologist.​[6]​ A harvest festival incorporating popular gatherings and horse-racing, it has obvious parallels with Lúghnasa in Ireland.​[7]​

It is hardly surprising that Alexander Carmichael – in Gaelic, Alasdair MacGilleMhìcheil (‘Son of the Servant of Michael’) – came to be interested in Latha Fhéill Mìcheil. Significantly, the folklorist finally completed Carmina Gadelica on St Michael’s Day 1899, travelling down to Edinburgh from Taynuilt on the early morning train ‘to do it actually as well as seemingly in good faith.’​[8]​ Two items are printed: a hymn to ‘Mìcheal nam buadh’, and a blessing of the strùthan or Michaelmas cake. These are preceded by an elaborate and exhaustive eleven-page essay – nearly six thousand words in total – detailing Hebridean traditions concerning the saint himself, as well as the widespread, prominent customs connected with Michaelmas, one of the great events of the ritual year. For Carmichael, Michaelmas, the 29 September, is a day freighted with significance, a showcase for the idealised Hebridean community which he wishes to depict for his readers:

This is much the most imposing pageant and much the most popular demonstration of the Celtic year. Many causes conduce to this—causes which move the minds and the hearts of the people to their utmost tension. To the young the Day is a day of promise, to the old a day of fulfilment, to the aged a day of retrospect. It is a day when pagan cult and Christian doctrine meet and mingle like the lights and shadows on their own Highland hills.​[9]​

Carmichael relates how the community pass a night, a day, and a night again in procession, play, celebration, dance, and gifts. He begins by describing the fervent anticipation of the community before the festival, and how on the afternoon of the Sunday before Michaelmas – Domhnach Curran – ‘the women and girls go to the fields and plains of the townland to procure carrots’, forked carrots being especially prized.​[10]​ These are washed, tied in small bunches, and placed in pits. Carmichael’s notes demonstrate that he was clearly aware of the plant’s sexual significance, coyly hinting at it for his readers.​[11]​

Carmichael continues by recounting how it is permitted to steal horses the night before Michaelmas. He describes the various complex rules concerning the baking of the strùthan cake for members of the household, and what its different shapes might signify. The cake is ‘made of all the cereals grown on the farm during the year. It represents the fruits of the field, as the lamb [the sacrificial Michaelmas lamb] represents the fruits of the flocks.’ On the morning all within reach go to early mass, where their strùthain are blessed by the priest. Upon returning home, each household divides up the strùthain and the Michaelmas lamb and distributes portions to the poor of the neighbourhood. They thereupon mount their horses and ride off to make a circuit of St Michael’s burial ground, each family on their own horse, the woman cùlag, or sitting behind her husband. A short service is heard at the prayer house, after which all follow the priest sunwise round the burial ground, singing the Iolach Mhìcheil (‘Michael’s cry’). At the end of the circuit, each woman presents her man with the handful of carrots she gathered. The community then hastens to the site of the oda, meaning both the venue for the games and horse races, and the races themselves.

Some circuiting goes on all day, principally among the old and the young—the old teaching the young the mysteries of the circuiting and the customs of the olden times. Here and there young men and maidens ride about and wander away, converting the sandy knolls and grassy dells of the fragrant 'machair' into Arcadian plains and Eden groves.​[12]​ 

At night each township holds a cuideachd or ball, at which more bunches of carrots are presented, and various curious and complex dances were performed and enjoyed by the entire community, of all ages and all social classes. Throughout the day simple gifts have been exchanged between sweethearts.

Carmichael’s narrative of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil, augmented by notes and what purports to be an eyewitness account of the ceremonies in the posthumously printed Carmina Gadelica iii, would seem to offer those with an interest in Hebridean popular belief, and in the wider context of Celtic calendar customs, a rich seam of material.​[13]​ But his description is not entirely trustworthy. Firstly, although it is relentlessly related in the present tense, towards the end of the essay the author abruptly states that most of the customs he has described in such minute detail have been obsolete for some decades.
The pilgrimage, the service, the circuiting, and the games and races of the ‘oda,’ once so popular in the Western Isles, are now become obsolete. The last circuiting with service was performed in South Uist in 1820. It took place as usual round Cladh Mhicheil, the burial-ground of Michael, near the centre of the island. The last great ‘oda’ in North Uist was in 1866, and took place on the customary spot, ‘Traigh Mhoire,’ the strand of Mary, on the west side of the island.​[14]​ 
Having arrived on North Uist at the end of 1864, Carmichael could well have witnessed one, or both, of the last two great odaidhean there. The adjective ‘great’ is significant, because the custom, probably in attenuated form, did survive in North Uist right up to the beginning of the twentieth century. Recorded for the School of Scottish Studies, John MacIsaac (Iain a’ Rubha) (1899–1985) at Taigh a’ Ghearraidh remarked that he had heard that the last meeting was held in 1901: participants raced the length of the Tràigh Bhig and back; Donald Ewen MacDonald (1898–1982), from neighbouring Baile Raghnaill, considered that it became obsolete at the time of the Boer War.​[15]​

Problems arise when we attempt to locate any original sources for the elaborate account of Michaelmas printed in Carmina Gadelica. From the series of letters Carmichael wrote to Father Allan McDonald of Eriskay (1859–1905) now preserved in Canna House, it is evident that he came to grasp the importance of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil towards the very end of the editing process, in autumn 1898:

Please send me and at your earliest all the jottings you can about the Day of Bride and the Day of Michael. Find out from the old people all that you can, as I want to make the accounts of these great Festivals as full as possible. Your jottings may help me to remember others. I need your help very much. The more I think of the Festival of Michael the more convinced I am that there was no festival in the wide world like it. A variety of interests combined to render it great. Just think of them and jot them down to help me. And do the same to Bride.​[16]​

By the end of the year he had composed papers on St Michael and St Bride:

I hope that you have been able to add much to the two papers of Bride and Michael. If there is a word, phrase, line or sentence in the text that ought not to be there please draw your pen through it. I want everything full yet correct, truthful yet just and free of all needless unintentional offence to any creed, class or section of the community. …
	As the 1st volume is to be printed off very soon now, will you please send me Bride and Michael with all possible additions.​[17]​

So far only one sketchy description has been located in Carmichael’s field notebooks, neither from North Uist nor South Uist, but from the Isle of Barra at the southern end of the Outer Hebridean archipelago. John Pearson or Iain Peusan (c. 1820–85), Ceann Tangabhal, a local character who had emigrated and fought for the Unionists in the American Civil War before returning home to his native island, appears to have been one of Carmichael’s favourite informants. His sister Catrìona (c. 1813–80), who lived in the same household, remains notorious even in present-day island tradition for her powers of witchcraft. During a céilidh with them on 24 September 1872, Carmichael jotted down various items relating to popular customs and belief, including a few lines concerning Michaelmas customs in Barra:

25 Sep	La Fheill Barra horse racing in Barra at Cille Bharra & 29 Sep. St Micheil horse racing at Borve. Going 3 times round the cladh. A man had always a woman behind him on the horse. Every girl after mass on Sunday [used] to dig up wild carrots & every girl of subt. [?substance] had a lindealach lassie gathering wild carrots. The girl had a white plaid [supra: ing] with red stripes with each pocket on each side full of these carrot. Their dress was tucked up. They used to make the cloth very fine. A web could be drawn through a finger ring. The more culags a girl got. Then they all ret[urned] to a place & had a ball. Every Principal ho[use] had a party & ball.​[18]​

The feast day of St Barr is 25 September – the day after Carmichael’s recording. Pearson’s account reads rather differently from the elaborate description in Carmina Gadelica. Latha Fhéill Mìcheil was certainly once celebrated in Barra, but in tandem with Latha Fhéill Barra, St Barr’s Day. In the island, there was a week of horse-racing at the end of September, with events held at each of the churches on the island: firstly at Cille Bharra in the north on St Barr’s Day, then at Borgh on the west coast on Michaelmas four days later. If read together with Carmichael’s printed essay, and the much earlier late seventeenth-century account of Barra in Martin Martin’s Description of the Western Islands of Scotland, Pearson’s narrative might suggest that the carrot-gathering and the balls took place on Michaelmas. However, the local Protestant ministers’ accounts of their parish composed for the national surveys known as the Old and the New Statistical Accounts demonstrate that this was not the case.

Both ministers highlight the importance of St Barr’s Day and its celebrations to the people of Barra. According to the description by the Rev. Edward Macqueen (1742–1812) compiled during the 1790s:

On this day the Priest says mass, and all those of the Romish religion used punctually to attend.

Macqueen adds an accompanying note:

After mass the people amused themselves with horse-races, and spent the evening in mirth and conviviality. Of late years this custom has been much on the decline. Formerly there was an image of the saint in the church-yard of Shilbar [recte Kilbar], (the principal place of worship, and probably the burial-place of the saint), which was clothed with a linen shirt every year upon his own anniversary. Some of the priests who resided here informed me, that it was not enjoined as a necessary part of their duty to pay so much veneration to Saint Barr, as he never had the honour of being ranked with the Saints of Rome, nor was his name at any time inrolled in the Roman kalendar.​[19]​

Further details were added by the Rev. Alexander Nicolson (c. 1770–1846), whose report, dating from 1837, was printed in New Statistical Account:

Some have supposed that the parish derives its name from St Barr, who was always considered by the natives as the tutelar saint of Barray, to whom the principal Romish churches in the island are dedicated, and called Killbar in honour to him. Nothing can show better the estimation in which this personage was held in the eyes of the people, than their having set apart a day annually as a holiday to his memory. On that day (25th of September,) all the Roman Catholic population convene in their chapel in the forenoon to hear mass, from whence they set off to Killbar, each man riding his small pony, with his wife or favourite lass mounted behind him; who, after riding thrice round the sacred edifice, return to the place from whence they set out. The females provide, before-hand, quantities of wild field carrots for this occasion, with which they treat their partners. This superstitious ceremony, which has been adhered to for ages, is still countenanced by their priests, although they acknowledge that the Roman calendar has never been honoured with St Barr’s name. But it must be observed that , by the intermixture of strangers with the natives, this ceremony is falling greatly into disuse.​[20]​

The strangers referred to are clearly the Protestant fishermen and small tenants introduced in the late 1820s by Lieutenant General Roderick MacNeil (1790/1–1863), last chief of Barra.​[21]​

In Barra the close proximity of two important saints’ days at the end of September allowed an entire week of harvest celebrations and horse-racing. The fact that the islanders were overwhelmingly Catholic, and that one of the saints commemorated was the island patron, helps to explain why these celebrations withstood ‘improvement’ and persisted for a surprisingly long time, well into the first half of the nineteenth century.

When we turn to the other major Catholic island in the Outer Hebrides, South Uist, we find no extant fieldnotes recorded by Carmichael concerning the Michaelmas festivity, although the folklorist did ‘recreate’ an eyewitness account in CG 3, 138–9. He certainly drew upon information gathered for him by others, especially Father Allan McDonald​[22]​, and John Ewen MacRury (1853–1909), a commercial traveller from Benbecula who recorded much material for Carmichael in his native island during the winter of 1894–5. Some of the items MacRury wrote down are rather earthier in flavour than is usual in Alexander Carmichael’s archive: witness his description of Michaelmas, evidently recorded from someone who had witnessed the ceremony in Benbecula or South Uist as a young boy.

La Feill Mhicheil

(In general) was observed all over the country. Every wife in the family way had to go round a local burying ground or some other burying place agreed upon previously Believing that the sanctimonious odour of the graves was sufficient to prevent premature birth. In like manner every mare expected to be in foal went round it also ‘A dol deasal a chlaidh’ Going right round it or following the sun. There was no bridle in the mouth of the animal ‘Aodhstar’ was the headgear Cock-fi[gh]ting was also to the fore. Every defeated cock went to the schoolmaster gratus [sic]. The winners were taken back by their respective masters, with a share of the spoil. After all the performances were over the balls were held one in each township and many a ball terminated very suddenly, by a severe fight.
JEMR ​[23]​

MacRury’s informant is much more frank about the fertility aspect of the ceremony, its importance for horses as well as women.​[24]​ Also, as we might expect from the reminiscences of a witness who must have been a youngster at the time, the raucous and bellicose aspects of the ceremony are to the fore: the cock-fighting, the ‘severe fights’ which would often break out at the dances.

A stray anecdote in Carmichael’s hand, recorded from an anonymous, probably female source in Barra and preserved as a vocabulary note, offers another individual perspective. As in the previous account, what is stressed is the opportunity for public display and rivalry, very different from the eirenic community event depicted by Alexander Carmichael.

Breideag = little matron

The making of the breid, kirtle, required some artistic skil[l] and taste.
Two neighbouring young wives at Breuvaig, Barra, were discussing the Bal Micheal just coming on.
They were very friendly and one said that she was not going as she had no proper breid [or] coiff to put on. The other offered her a coif and she went.
She was wise witty and pretty and immediately upon entering the taigh dannsaidh [dance house] the men crowded round about her leaving her friend all alone. The owner not the wearer of the kertch did not like this and she called out loudly
‘A bean ud thall an cois a bhalla
Feuch nach salaich thu mo bhreid!’
Thou woman over beside the wall
Seest thou that thou wilt not soil my kertch.
The points or horns of the kertch were equi-distant from one another. It required some artistic skill to arrange the coif properly.​[25]​

Alexander Carmichael’s interest in Michaelmas may have been inspired by Martin Martin’s description of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil in North Uist nearly two centuries earlier in the late 1690s, based either upon his own observations or those of informants:

The Natives are much addicted to riding, the Plainness of the Country disposing both Men and Horses to it. They observe an anniversary Cavalcade on Michaelmas-Day, and then all Ranks of both Sexes appear on horse-back. The place for this Rendezvous is a large piece of firm sandy Ground on the Sea-shore, and there they have Horse-racing for small Prizes, for which they contend eagerly. There is an antient Custom, by which it is lawful for any of the inhabitants to steal his Neighbour's Horse the night before the Race, and ride him all next day, provided he deliver him safe and sound to the Owner after the Race. The manner of running is by a few young Men, who use neither Saddles nor Bridles, except two small Ropes made of Bent instead of a Bridle, nor any sort of Spurs, but their bare Heels: and when they begin the Race, they throw these Ropes on their Horses necks, and drive them on vigorously with a piece of long Sea-ware in each hand, instead of a Whip; and this is dry’d in the Sun several Months before for that purpose. This is a happy opportunity for the Vulgar, who have few occasions for meeting, except on Sundays: the Men have their Sweet-hearts behind them on horse-back, and give and receive mutual Presents; the Men present the Women with Knives and Purses, the Women present the Men with a pair of fine Garters of divers Colours, they give them likewise a quantity of wild Carrots.​[26]​

The recurring conventionalised descriptions in Martin’s book indicate that at the beginning of the eighteenth century Michaelmas celebrations were widespread throughout the northern Hebrides: Lewis, where ‘The Protestant Natives observe the Festivals of Christmas, Good-Friday, Easter, and Michaelmas: upon this last they have an Anniversary Cavalcade, and then both Sexes ride on horse back’; Harris, where the islanders ‘observe the Festivals of Christmas, Good-Friday, and St. Michael’s Day; upon the latter they rendezvous on horse-back, and make their Cavalcade on the Sands at low Water’; South Uist, where the majority Catholic population ‘observe all the Festivals of their Church, they have a general Cavalcade on All-Saints Day, and then they bake the St. Michael’s Cake at night, and the Family and Strangers eat it at Supper’; Martin’s own native district of Trotternish in Skye, where they ‘observe the Festivals of Christmas, Easter, Good-Friday, and that of St. Michael’s. Upon the latter they [the Skye people] have a Cavalcade in each Parish, and several Families bake the Cake call’d St. Michael’s Bannock’; Tiree, where ‘there is a general Cavalcade at which all the Inhabitants rendezvous’; and the neighbouring island of Coll, where ‘they have a general Cavalcade.’​[27]​ The people of Jura and Mull are recorded as observing Michaelmas, while those of Barra celebrated both St Barr’s Day and Michaelmas:

All the Inhabitants observe the Anniversary of St. Barr, being the 27th [sic] of September; it is perform’d riding on Horseback, and the Solemnity is concluded by three Turns round St. Barr’s Church.

They have likewise a general Cavalcade on St. Michael’s Day in Kilbar Village, and do then also tak a Turn round their Church. Every Family, as soon as the Solemnity is ended, is accustom’d to bake St. Michael’s Cake, as above describ’d; and all Strangers, together with those of the Family, must eat the Bread that Night.​[28]​

Although Martin states that in Eriskay and remote St Kilda the ‘Anniversary Cavalcade’ was held upon All Saints’ Day, this most probably arose from a misunderstanding over the full title of the 29 September, St Michael and All Angels.​[29]​ According to Martin, the St Kildans, owning at most eighteen horses, rode for spectacle rather than competition:

these they mount by turns, having neither Saddle nor indeed a Bridle of any kind, except a Rope, which manages the Horse only on one side; they ride from the Shoar to the House, and when each Man has performed his Tour, the Show is at an end.​[30]​

We might add to Martin’s accounts a later description of the island of Iona written in 1760 by Bishop Richard Pococke (1704–65) mentions ‘Angel Hill, where they bring their Horses on the day of St. Michael and all Angels, and run races around it’​[31]​, and a narrative about the ‘annual cavalcade at Michaelmas’ in the island of Canna by the Welsh traveller Thomas Pennant (1726–98):

Every man on the island mounts his horse unfurnished with saddle, and takes behind him either some young girl, or his neighbor’s wife, and then rides backwards and forwards from the village to a certain cross, without being able to give any reason for the origin of this custom. After the procession is over, they alight at some public house, where, strange to say, the females treat the companions of their ride. When they retire to their houses an entertainment is prepared with primæval simplicity: the chief part consists of a great oat-cake, called Struan-Micheil, or St. Michael’s cake, composed of two pecks of meal, and formed like the quadrant of a circle: it is daubed over with milk and eggs, and then placed to harden before the fire.​[32]​

Alexander Carmichael’s detailed description of Michaelmas festivities in South Uist is a tour de force of imaginative sympathy. Other sources hint at a less decorous and more raucous reality, an event with the potential to disrupt social hierarchies and estate finances. The following two sections use contemporary sources firstly to examine how the calendar custom became a flashpoint in a fierce contest between landlord and tenantry, then secondly to investigate possible causes for its eventual demise.


II
‘A great occasion of trouble’: Michaelmas from South Uist to the Maritimes

An am an ath-leasaichidh bha a’ gheur-leanamhain air an t-seann-chreideamh Chatlaiceach a’ dol air n-adharst an Uibhist e fhéin comhla ris gach ceàrn eile. Agas ’s e Cailean Mór, mac de dh’Alasdair Mór, Fear Bhaghasdail, ’s e a rinn a’ gheur-leanamhain agas seo mar a thànaig an t-adhbhar aig an duine gun do thionndaidh e an aghaidh na h-eaglais. Bha e fhéin Catlaiceach an toiseach ach a’ latha a bh’ ann a seo’ach, Latha Fhéil Mìcheil, fhuair e achmhusan bho’n t-sagarst, Fr. White, fear dhe na missionaries a bha a’ tighinn a’ Eirinn. Cha robh sagarst suidhichte ann an Uibhist ann. Agas far na chuir esan na seiribhisich a dh’ obair a latha féilleadh a bh’ ann a seo agas chronaich a’ sagarst far na h-altarach e. Bha an duine cho mór as fhéin agas gun do thionndaidh e a mach as an eaglais agas ’s ann a theann e air geur-leanamhain a dhèanamh air a’ chreideamh a’s gach àite…​[33]​

At the time of the Reformation persecution of the old Catholic faith was going on in Uist just as everywhere else. And it was Big Colin, a son of Big Alexander, the owner of Boisdale, who carried out this persecution, and this is why he turned against the church. He himself was a Catholic at first, but on this day, Michaelmas, he was scolded by the priest, Father White, one of the missionaries who were coming over from Ireland. There wasn’t a priest stationed in Uist at the time. And he put his servants to work on this holy day, and the priest scolded him from the altar. [Boisdale] was so full of himself that he turned him out of the church and began to persecute the faith everywhere…

The oral tradition of South Uist suggests that during the late 1760s the observance of holy days, above all the lengthy communal festivities connected with Michaelmas, became a flashpoint in the struggle over the future management of the overwhelmingly Roman Catholic Clan Ranald estate, of which it formed the western portion. This is not the place for a detailed analysis of the ensuing events; what I hope comes through is the potential utility of Michaelmas and other calendar customs in developing new perspectives on the ‘Age of Improvement’ in the western Highlands.

Since the mid-eighteenth century the kelping industry – harvesting, drying, burning, and processing the seaweed in order to obtain potash and soda – had grown steadily more lucrative for Hebridean landlords.​[34]​ The tight schedule of the work, entailing brief periods of intensive, exhausting labour, required that tenants neglect not just everyday agricultural tasks, but, in a development analogous to shifting patterns of time use elsewhere in Britain, that they abandon customary holidays and holy days as well. These days were of course far more than just religious events: they were occasions of feast and celebration for the entire community. Opportunities to take time off to observe local feast days were further eroded by the pressure of significant rent increases imposed by estate management during these decades. A series of bad harvests in the late 1760s brought the crisis to a head, with loss of cattle, rising prices, destitution, dearth, and social unrest.

The most prominent holy day in the island calendar was Michaelmas. Michaelmas celebrations, lasting several days if not an entire week, fell towards the end of the harvest, at a time when island weather was at its best. For a rural workforce to absent itself for festivities during the most hectic period of the year, especially in straitened times when every fine day counted, made no financial sense.​[35]​ The challenging situation may have been exacerbated as a result of the adjustment from Julian to Gregorian calendars in 1752, a change which nudged Michaelmas eleven days further back into harvest-time.​[36]​ For the people themselves, any meddling with Michaelmas was, as it were, cancelling Christmas. For all its exaggerations, Carmichael’s account, emphasising reciprocity and participation, allows us to see how this major calendar custom symbolised community continuity and solidarity. All members of society participated in it. To force tenantry to work on Michaelmas was not just a matter of cancelling the major festival of the island year; it was an attack on the social fabric, an assault on a moral economy of reciprocal rights and obligations.

As shall be seen, a transformation in island calendar customs must have been occurring across the western Gàidhealtachd during this period. In South Uist, a serious situation was exacerbated still further by the personalities of the main characters involved. The mental debility of Ranald MacDonald the Elder (1692–1766), Captain of Clan Ranald, and disputes within the family, had allowed his half-brother Alexander MacDonald of Boisdale (1698–1768), Alasdair Mór nam Mart, a Protestant convert, to carve out a small personal fiefdom in the south of the island and to attain a dominant position in wider clan affairs as factor of South Uist. Alasdair Mór, the first landowner to promote the kelp industry in the western Highlands, was succeeded by his son Colin (c. 1735–1800), a forceful character like his father renowned ‘for his autocratic manner and intemperate behaviour.’​[37]​ Colin MacDonald of Boisdale was determined to stamp his authority on the island, especially on the tenantry of his own estate in the south. At the same time, a newly-arrived Irish Dominican, Father Matthias Wynne, was equally zealous in protecting, as he saw it, the rights and position of the church in South Uist against encroachments by estate management.​[38]​ It appears that in 1768, after Boisdale had coerced his tenants into working during Michaelmas and, probably, other holy days, Wynne peremptorily ordered him out of a church service. Faced with this humiliating challenge to his power, the following year Boisdale had a schoolmaster appointed to the parish who:

did all he cou’d to bring them to his owne way of thinking and as he did not succeede in that, he caused flesh meat to be brought in to the school in Lent and force it in their mouth, and whoever did not take it was severely scourged.

After Father Wynne refused to leave the island, Boisdale:

gave a Legal warning to all our poor people to the number of 1000 souls; soon after they were all called together and Boystell told he wou’d remove every on[e] of them unless they wou’d make a solem[n] promise never to hear a Preist any more, and as the people wou’d not com[e] in to these terms agains[t] their Conscience so they are all to be dispersed without knowing where to goe.​[39]​

Boisdale’s heavy-handed attempts at religious persecution and forced conversion were ultimately spectacularly counter-productive, encouraging mass resistance among the tenantry in South Uist, and giving rise to a cause célèbre among the Catholic hierarchy in Scotland and, ultimately, further afield.​[40]​

Colin MacDonald of Boisdale’s violent behaviour arose from the weakness of his situation. Newly succeeded to his estate, he lacked experience, lacked mechanisms for social control, and so lacked legitimation. Firstly, with the exception of his own small estate in the south of the island, Boisdale was not the tenants’ landlord but their factor, and his influence and scope for coercion was constrained accordingly. Secondly, despite the best efforts of the Presbytery of Uist, the influence of the Protestant church was severely circumscribed on the overwhelmingly Catholic island. It is telling that the Protestant minister of the island, the Rev. Angus MacNeill (1727–73), demitted his post in October 1770, a few months after Boisdale had fallen out with his tenants. His replacement the Rev. John MacAulay (1737–76) lasted barely a year before emigrating to America.​[41]​ Boisdale had few formal occasions at which he could wield authority or dispense patronage. There were no law courts in which he could participate in a local social theatre of power, in which he and the tenantry could calibrate their reciprocal relationships and patch up their differences. At the same time, religious disputes, and the continuing proletarianisation of the rural workforce in South Uist as a result of ongoing economic depression, deprived him of crucial support and assistance from any local middling sort.

What social theatre existed in South Uist – and the Michaelmas festival, perhaps, was its centrepiece – belonged to the Catholic church. Whether true or false, nineteenth-century island tradition narrated Colin Boisdale’s demeaning performance in front of the tenantry after making his servants work on holy days:

The scandal in the eyes of all, was so very great that the good priest Father Wyne, (an Irish Dominican) thought that he could not overlook it, and acting upon this opinion, put out Boisdale from Amongst the congrigation [sic], on the following Sunday. Boisdale being unwilling to submit to so great an act of humiliation Father Wyne descended from the Altar and took him by the collar and conducted him to the door. Boisdale remained there also for some time on [his] knees, but instead of feeling a due sense of the scandal he had given, his pride was greatly wounded. He rose and went on his way home. After lapse of some time Mr Wyne, (thinking that he was where he left him) sent one of the congregation out for him, with a message to come in. The messenger returned back and told him that he was on his way. Oh said the unfortunate man, he has allowed pride to fill his heart, and you will all see that he will make a very good and fat pig for the Devil.​[42]​

It may not have appeared to islanders and clergy at the time, let alone in later collective memory, but the curses with which Boisdale railed at his tenantry – ‘You sons of the devil you brood of the serpent &c’​[43]​ – surely arose primarily from frustration and exasperation. Confronted with the problem of maintaining public order and financial solvency at a time of increasing economic difficulty and social stress, isolated behind the walls of his new mansion in Cille Brìghde in the very south of the island, Boisdale’s violent and erratic personal behaviour was a corollary of his lack of institutional support, secular or ecclesiastical.​[44]​

Nevertheless, Colin MacDonald of Boisdale was still able to impose his will upon recalcitrant individuals. Father Wynne, under threat of imprisonment or worse from the estate, was forced to retire to Ireland in June 1770.​[45]​ Despite the initial enthusiasm the clergy had felt towards the Dominican, it is clear that it was not long before they perceived that Wynne was a liability, a dangerous firebrand putting the church at risk not just in South Uist but elsewhere in the Hebrides.​[46]​ It is clear from correspondence that the priest envisaged leading a mass exodus of oppressed Catholics from Boisdale’s estate to Ireland, but this quixotic enterprise misfired; in any case, a greater plan was now afoot.​[47]​

Boisdale continued to threaten outright dispossession of recalcitrant Catholic tenantry and their replacement with Protestant incomers. Inspired by recent large-scale emigrations to America from Argyllshire and Skye, John MacDonald of Glenaladale (1742–1810), the principal Catholic tacksman on the mainland portion of the Clan Ranald estate, had raised with his neighbour Bishop John MacDonald (1727–79) a scheme he may have been considering for some time.​[48]​ With support and loans from the church, he would organise and partly finance an emigration of his own friends and relations from Clan Ranald territory, as well as Boisdale’s entire tenantry. They would found a Catholic asylum over the Atlantic, on St John’s (now Prince Edward) Island, already home to a residual French Catholic community as well as disbanded Highland veterans. Such an emigration scheme would ensure the continuing cohesion and viability of Gaelic-speaking Catholic communities, and serve as a timely deterrent to other Protestant landlords who might be considering following Boisdale’s example with Catholic tenants. Glenaladale would eventually win over Bishop George Hay, head of the Scottish Catholic hierarchy. Together they were able to secure from James Montgomery, the Lord Advocate, Lot 36, one of the best on the island. The price was a very favourable £600, with no immediate cash payment involved. On 3 May 1772 210 settlers left the Highlands for St John’s Island.​[49]​ 

The scheme devised by Glenaladale and the church hierarchy was exceptionally ambitious: the establishment of a permanent sanctuary overseas for persecuted Catholics from the Scottish Gàidhealtachd. It gained widespread financial support from sympathetic English Catholics and European diplomats in London after Bishop Richard Challoner (1691–1781) printed a memorial composed by Bishop Hay detailing Boisdale’s oppressions. Nevertheless, despite the intention of employing the money to finance the emigration of all 36 families on Boisdale’s estate, in the end only eleven of the poorest could be persuaded to take part. These would suffer the most if deprived of Michaelmas alms and their symbolic place within wider island society. Later on in the year Glenaladale himself suffered near bankruptcy, and was forced to dispose of his estate in Scotland. His absence, and the advent of war in America, meant that the asylum scheme was never properly followed through.​[50]​

Nevertheless, the threat of further emigration, the bad publicity which had accrued in the wake of the scandal, and the intervention of his chief, eventually made Colin MacDonald of Boisdale desist from his aggressively anti-Catholic policies.​[51]​ The departure of his rival John MacDonald of Glenaladale overseas meant that Boisdale was now unquestionably the dominant personality among the clan gentry. Following the emigration, the Captain of Clan Ranald was pressured to grant Boisdale a factorship over the entire estate except his ancestral lands of Benbecula for either twelve years, or until such time as his family’s debts were finally paid off. Boisdale was even granted the privilege of choosing his own tenants at will.​[52]​ Despite the easing of rents immediately after the emigration, it was not long before they were raised once more, and shorter leases granted, in a pattern reflecting economic changes throughout the Gàidhealtachd.​[53]​

Why would western Highland landlords attempt to evict Catholics at a time when religious toleration was increasingly the norm, when, despite continuing official discrimination, overt persecution was now mainly in the past? Evangelical zeal may well supply part of the reason, but much more significant may have been the Catholic tenantry’s dogged observance of customary holy days, of which Michaelmas was the most significant. For landlords, these practices handicapped estate development and were a roadblock in the path of a Hebridean ‘industrious revolution’. If we compare the plethora of reports concerning Latha Fhéill Mìcheil in Martin’s Description at the beginning of the eighteenth century with their remarkable absence in the Old Statistical Account towards the century’s end, it is clear that in most Protestant Hebridean islands – with the exception of North Uist and, according to Alexander Carmichael, Harris – the Michaelmas customs once so widespread across the western seaboard had fallen into abeyance. The difficult years of dearth and high rents from the late 1760s are a plausible period for the abolition of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil along with other holy days of rest and recreation. If this is so, the controversy in South Uist offers us a tantalising glimpse into how local calendar customs across the Hebrides were being either rearranged or swept away entirely in the process of ‘improvement’.

In Catholic islands these festivities were legitimated by priestly participation, and perhaps increasingly upheld as a marker of difference. But the Catholic hierarchy themselves were clearly uneasy about the superfluity of holy days in the island calendar at a time when estates across the region were demanding increasing work discipline and regular labour input from their tenantry. Thus the revealing aside in a letter written by Bishop John MacDonald to Bishop Hay a few months after the emigration, when Boisdale’s persecution had eased:

I wish we could have an answer to our application of last year for reduction of Holydays, as this is a great occasion of trouble, and it should be such as is now in the Austrian Dominions, for there is much more reason here.​[54]​

In attempting to estimate the relative significance of Michaelmas observance as a cause of the emigration episode outlined above, we have to bear in mind the general invisibility of early modern festivals in contemporary records.​[55]​ As might be expected, contemporary clerical correspondence concentrates entirely upon the persecution suffered by the tenantry and their imminent eviction, in the apprehension of ‘a total Subversion & annihilation of Catholicity in all that large tract of Lands that hold of Boysdale.’​[56]​ In fact, it is only local oral tradition which specifically identifies Michaelmas observance as the catalyst for Boisdale’s oppression. Nevertheless, there are occasional corroborative hints in contemporary sources, such as Bishop MacDonald’s letter quoted above, that a crucial element in the conflict was tenants’ refusal to abandon calendar customs, above all Latha Fhéill Mìcheil. The records of the Presbytery of Uist supply another hint: in 1770 a letter of encouragement was directed to be written to Boisdale ‘for the Zeal he shews in the Laudable cause’. This instruction was given on 28 September, the day before Michaelmas – doubtless to reassure him of their support at this most challenging time of the year.​[57]​

Another indication of Michaelmas’ importance to the islanders is found in a song composed by one of the emigrants themselves. Michael MacDonald (c. 1745–1815), Mìcheal Mór Dòmhnallach from South Uist, participated in the Glenaladale emigration in 1772. Three years later he became the first Scottish Gael to overwinter in Cape Breton Island, at Judique. His song O ’s àlainn an t-àite (‘O, the place is beautiful’) is commonly believed today to have been composed to attract settlers to Cape Breton, but the two extant versions of the fourth and final stanza suggest a slightly more complex origin. One of these versions refers just to the Michaelmas celebrations: this may be the earlier one, intended to encourage further emigration across the Atlantic from South Uist. The other version of the stanza mentions Christmas as well as Michaelmas; this may well be a later redaction made at a time and place where Latha Fhéill Mìcheil was no longer so prominent in emigrant society. Whatever its origin, the first version especially testifies to the significance of Michaelmas as a marker of cultural identity among early South Uist settlers in the Canadian Maritimes:
	
Bidh pìobaireachd ’s fìdhleireachdAig gillean Latha Fhéill Mìcheil,A chluinnteadh seach mìleNach gann, nach gann, ò!Fir is fleasgaich ’s iad ri beadradh…’S bòidheach speisealta na beiceanA nì ’chlann, a ni ’chlann.​[58]​	There will be piping and fiddlingBy the boys at Michaelmas;Which would be heard for more than a mile,Plentiful, plentiful o!Married men and bachelors flirting…Beautiful and neat are the curtsiesThat the children make, the children make.
One final source illustrating the continuing importance of Michaelmas among Uist settlers has come down to us by happenstance. On a mission to establish Sunday Schools on Prince Edward Island in 1820, by chance the Scottish missionary Walter Johnstone visited a church which must be at Scotchfort, centre of the erstwhile Glenaladale settlement, on Latha Fhéill Mìcheil. Johnstone’s description demonstrates that, although radically adapted for their new colonial setting, Michaelmas celebrations nevertheless retained their significance – and their raucous competitiveness – in the New World:

It was Michaelmas day, and the bishop, who is a Highlander, and a French priest, were celebrating mass, and there was to be a horse-race in the afternoon. … Upon an eminence, before the altar, stood the bishop, delivering, in Gaelic, a lengthened, eloquent, and animated address. But whether this oration was in honour of St. Michael, or recommending the practice of some moral virtue, I could not learn from any of the worshippers to whom I had access, who knew the language.
	The house was large, with extensive galleries, and was filled to excess with people from many a distant settlement. …
	As I went down the road to town, the race-ground was before me. Almost the whole assembly, I suppose near to nine hundred, were repairing to it as fast as possible. And I learned that the bishop himself attended, and that his attendance was absolutely needful in order to quell riots, and prevent bloodshed. Before I reached the place of amusement, the road was crowded, but after I had passed it, I had only one man for a companion. It was not long till I accosted him with, “Well, I think you are not staying with your fellow-worshippers to see the sport?” “No,” said he, “I think it is mixing holy things too much with those which are profane.” “I think you judge very properly” said I. From this man’s farther conversation, I learned that there are some, even among the Roman Catholics, who lament the depravity of their own fellow-worshippers.​[59]​

Tribulations on arrival, and the autocratic attitude of John MacDonald of Glenaladale himself, meant that very few of the original 1772 Uist emigrants chose to settle on Glenaladale’s land around Scotchfort. Word evidently got back to the Highlands: subsequent Gaelic emigrants would also avoid his property. This might suggest that the Michaelmas celebrations observed by Walter Johnstone at Scotchfort were first held there immediately after the settlers’ arrival, before they dispersed. The event continued to attract crowds of Gaelic speakers – and others too – from throughout the island, even though few lived in its immediate vicinity. It is unclear how long the festivities persisted in Prince Edward Island: Johnstone’s disapproving account suggests that, as in South Uist, it may have been the Catholic clergy themselves who were responsible for its ultimate demise.​[60]​

These diverse sources indicate the significance of Michaelmas as a cultural marker among the tenantry of South Uist in the late eighteenth century. What they do not tell us, at any rate directly, is how participants understood and experienced the festival, nor are there hints of any notion of the customary rights or contractual frameworks through which such practices were supposed to be upheld. Crucially, there is no ‘political’ sense of how such local customs were perceived as being involved in the history of power relations within their communities. The apparent ease with which the mesh of calendar customs was disrupted elsewhere in the Hebrides during the eighteenth century underscores not only the absolute legal authority enjoyed by the landlord, but also the concomitant lack of legal protection afforded to local customary practices. This potentially productive topic demands further investigation. In the words of Emma Griffin:

Although it is clearly important to understand cultural practice from the perspective of those engaged in it, the challenge for historians of popular culture must be to integrate popular cultural experiences with the power structures that variously encouraged, permitted, and suppressed them.​[61]​

 
III
‘They must work or they will not do for me’: The end of communal Michaelmas

The last great ‘oda’ occurred in Barra in 1828, in South Uist in 1820, in Benbecula in 1830, in North Uist in 1866, and in Harris in 1818. In the Small Isles the ‘oda’ continued later, while occasional ‘oda’ have been held in all these places since the years mentioned.​[62]​

In the previous section, we examined an episode in which Michaelmas became a flashpoint in relations between Protestant landlord and Catholic tenantry in South Uist. As we have seen, the festival appears to have become especially prominent in the Catholic islands of South Uist and Barra as a symbol of local and denominational identity. In attempting to account for the significance of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil in these islands, however, specific local economic factors may have played their part in addition to the underlying religious dynamic.
 
In the Statistical Accounts, the island ministers stress the importance of horses to the local economy. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, the Rev. Edward Macqueen of Barra writes that:

the difficulty of winning their peats, which is the only fuel used here, renders it necessary to keep so many servants, and double the number of horses that would be sufficient for their ploughing; for a farmer that must keep such a number of servants, must also keep 16 or 18 horses, both which are almost wholly employed drying and carrying home the peats, from the beginning of June, when the sowing is at an end, till the latter end of August, when the reaping comes on.​[63]​

At the same time the minister of South Uist, the Rev. George Munro (1743–1832), also stresses the value of horses to islanders:

The number of horses in the parish, at an average, may be called 800; they are of a small breed, incredibly strong and hardy, considering their size. The great fatigue and toil they undergo, during winter and spring, in leading sea-ware from the shore to manure the ground for barley and potatoes; add to this, the making of kelp in summer, and their feeding on sandy soil, for the greatest part of the year, all this of course must soon render them useless. Rearing, and buying horses in this parish, is one of the greatest disadvantages; for without the labour of horses, the kelp is unmanufactured in summer, and the ground unmanured in winter. A young horse or mare, fit for labouring, cannot now be purchased below L.5 Sterling.​[64]​

The economies of Uist and Barra were dependent upon horsepower: it is hardly surprising that the importance of ensuring fertility among mares, from stallions brought in from the outside at some expense, loomed so large in the Michaelmas celebrations in these islands, as well as horse-racing itself.​[65]​

Why did the public, communal Michaelmas ceremonies, typified by the great oda or horse race and accompanying festivities, come to an end? The primary reason is surely economic: holy days, of which Michaelmas was the most prominent, were increasingly disregarded because of the need for increasing regular labour input from the tenantry. This may not have been due to the demands of the estate alone; the subdivision of communal townships into crofts in the early nineteenth century may have led tenants to observe their own work and time disciplines. Crofters may have been less willing to participate in lengthy public festivities to the detriment of their household’s livelihood and even survival at a time of extensive evictions of those tenants who were mired in arrears.

It is likely that the South Uist Michaelmas was also an important site of island-wide economic exchange: like similar events, it was both fair and festival. From the late eighteenth century onwards, however, these economic functions appear to have been appropriated by a local market specifically established for the cattle trade. Tellingly, it was held around the same time, and near the same location, as Latha Fhéill Mìcheil. The recollections of the Rev. Angus MacDonald of Killearnan (1858–1932) suggest that leisure practices and recreational pursuits, free from the supervision of the parish priest, followed suit:

Later came local markets for the buying and selling of cattle and the drover gradually ceased to be a gentleman. In my own time he was rough, ready, and drunken, but he was generally sober enough to strike a bargain. The local markets began about 130 years ago [c. 1790]. There were two markets held annually at each end of the parish – in Benbecula and South Uist, in July and September. It was once I attended the South Uist market, which was held at Ormaclate, at a place called Bogach Thollaidh. I was a boy and went with my father to see the fun. It was very rough fun – very wild and very Irish, as Irish as Donnybrook itself. Early in the afternoon the noise – the cursing, swearing, and shouting, was defeaning [sic]. There was a mob at the door of every whisky tent, and finally a free fight in every part of the field. On a rising ground above the tents the ladies of the parish entertained the gentlemen to a cold lunch. I remember very vividly the frightened look on the face of the late Alexander Macdonald of Balranald while talking to my father and pointing to the howling mob below. I have seen wild scenes at the Benbecula market, but none to be compared to these I witnessed at Bogach Thollaidh. It is well that an end has been put to these markets with their drinking orgies and free fighting. Sales by auction have taken their place and the whisky tent has disappeared.​[66]​

At the same time, horses were no longer so central to the local economy. By the late 1830s, even though the Rev. Roderick Maclean (1772–1854) of South Uist was of the opinion that ‘by far too many’ horses were still kept by crofters, ‘[t]he work formerly done by five men and five horses at the plough, is now performed by one man and two horses.’​[67]​ The relative decline in the number of horses, and the collapse in the kelp trade, may have weakened participation in the Latha Fhéill Mhìcheil cavalcade.

As well as economic causes for the demise of the Michaelmas festivities, we might also cite substantive religious and cultural reasons. Most significant surely was the increasing reluctance of the local élite to participate in and sponsor the festival in the first place, especially given that the indigenous Catholic gentry had been largely replaced during this period by incoming Protestant farmers. Religious differences certainly sharpened the progressive polarisation of island society in South Uist and Barra, but even so there were straightforward reasons of cost and public order to dissuade tacksmen from supporting Michaelmas. Patronage must have been considerably more onerous as a result of the remarkable growth in island population over the past two generations, while, as John Pearson’s Barra account suggests, it would have been the gentry’s houses and barns which were used as venues for the boisterous dances in the evening.

Hints in the sources suggest that Michaelmas could be an occasion engendering anxiety among gentry participants, offering the possibility for very public humiliation. As Robert Malcolmson notes concerning analogous English calendar customs, ‘[t]he usual proprieties of social distance, along with presumptions of personal dignity, were fragile commodities amidst the confusion and excitement of popular festivities.’​[68]​

         La Fheill-Micheil chòrd i rium,         An deigh do’n reis bhi tòiseachadh;         Bu luath mo làir-sa ruith air tràigh         Na seann each bàn Fir Bhòrinish.​[69]​	I enjoyed MichaelmasAfter the race beganQuick[er] my mare was running on the beachThan the old white horse of the tacksman of Bòrnais

On the same topic, the September horse races in Barra are the most likely context for the saying quoted in Donald Mackintosh’s 1785 Collection of Gaelic Proverbs, ‘Cha ’n e na huile la theid Macnèil air each’, ‘It is not every day Macniel mounts his horse’, with the added note:

There is an ingenious sarcastical description of setting Macniel on horseback, in Gaelic, in my hands, full of wit and humour, (too long to be here inserted), setting forth the grandeur, antiquity, and valour of Macniel of Bara.​[70]​

One version of this lengthy burlesque heroic arming, which was entitled Cliù Eòghainn (‘The fame of Ewen’), ends bathetically:

’S chaidh e trì uairean tiomchioll an òtraich, ’s ghabh e eagal mòr, ’s phill e.​[71]​

And he went three times about the dunghill, took a great fright, and returned.

The remark by Nan MacKinnon (1903–82) of Bhatarsaigh that it was counted as a great thing at Michaelmas to ride on MacNeil’s horse might suggest that deferential behaviour and proper social distance between landlord and tenantry may have been in short supply at Michaelmas.​[72]​ It could also be interpreted, of course, as implying that the chief’s horse was as vulnerable as any other on the island to being stolen the night before Latha Fhéill Mìcheil to ride in the oda on the day itself.

Drawing on similar contemporary historical processes in England and Ireland, we can adduce a series of economic and socio-cultural reasons for the change in gentry attitudes towards Michaelmas. With estate finances in an ever more parlous state following the collapse in kelp prices, local managers were less likely to tolerate the tenantry taking a week’s holiday at the most crucial time of the year. This was especially the case given that the estate’s response to the fall in commodity prices was to intensify production: between 1816 and 1820 the amount of kelp sold from South Uist and Benbecula shot up by nearly a third, from 1,134 tons to 1,496.​[73]​ Finally, patronage was drying up owing to the ‘withdrawal’ of the gentry, most of them of a different religion and island origin from their tenantry. Social distances were widening in an ever more polarised island society.

But the individual who was responsible for the ultimate abolition of the communal Michaelmas celebrations in South Uist was none other than the local priest. As Father Alexander Campbell, a later priest of the island, recorded:

It was the Rev. John Chisholm who discontinued this old and good custom. Though the people do not as formerly assemble at St Michael’s the struan is still prepared and a feast is held in every family on the day.​[74]​

Father John Chisholm (1790–1867) began his work in South Uist in 1819, a date tallying with Carmichael’s statement that the last full Féill Mìcheil was held in 1820. Its abolition might not, however, have been immediate: in the quotation beginning this paper, Father Campbell, who was born in 1818, states that ‘in my younger years it was kept as a day of rest from work.’​[75]​

What personal reasons might have led Chisholm to put an end to the festival, or at any rate its public, communal aspects, and how was he able to do so? His background and education offer some indications. Firstly, John Chisholm was of a new generation of priests who, because of the Napoleonic Wars, had been educated together in Scotland rather than abroad in continental seminaries. In this particular national context, did the creation of a cadre of specifically Scottish students lead to less tolerance for aberrant local customs and for superfluous holy days within a revitalised and regularised Scottish church striving for national respectability and national unity, aligned with Tridentine practices?​[76]​ There are clear parallels here with the reform movement variously described as a ‘devotional revolution’ or a ‘second devotional revolution’ by Irish ecclesiastical historians. In Ireland, from the late eighteenth century onwards, better educated secular clergy – increasingly drawn from the class of ‘strong farmers’ socially distanced from the tenantry and so displaying ‘a more fastidious attitude to popular beliefs and practices’​[77]​ – came to assert greater control over their congregations, imposing ecclesiastical discipline, eliminating local heterodoxies, and bringing worship within the confines of the parish church, firmly focused upon the Mass and sacraments.​[78]​

This seems to correspond with the background of Father John Chisholm. Not a native Hebridean, he came from Strathglass in the eastern Highlands: his origins alone might have made him considerably less willing to tolerate irregular and outmoded island customs. An outsider such as Chisholm would be less likely to put up with the boisterous revelries connected with Latha Fhéill Mìcheil, festivities ever more perilous at a time of extreme polarisation between an endangered and proletarianised tenantry on the one hand and a harassed and virtually bankrupt estate administration on the other.​[79]​

But there may have been more pragmatic economic reasons for the priest’s actions. Chisholm’s predecessor Bishop Ranald MacDonald (1756–1832) advised him to assume the position of factor of the estate of Bòrnais Uachdrach, the lands owned by the last Catholic tacksman in the island, also Ranald MacDonald:

It will subject you to some drudgery & loss of time, but at the same time it gives you Additional weight not only on that property but in the Country in general, I mean of course in a worldly view, for if we look higher I cannot consider it of great benefit to the soul, but it is very possible hoc facere et illa non omittere.​[80]​

As we saw, a stray verse of a song suggests that the Bòrnais family took part, as might be expected, in the Michaelmas oda. But the celebrations were increasingly a burden to the estate, both in terms of financial outlay and interference with harvest and kelping work during the increasingly desperate years of post-war economic depression. Ranald MacDonald of Bòrnais, the last indigenous tacksman in the island, was not a capable manager: in the Rev. Angus MacDonald of Killearnan’s sardonic assessment, ‘[he] was noted as a fiddler, not as anything else that I ever heard of.’​[81]​

If the Catholic clergy were to maintain their status, it was essential to preserve the estate of Bòrnais Uachdrach. If this meant taking over the management of the Bòrnais estate and introducing measures to conserve its finances, at the same time discouraging the island tenantry from idleness during the busiest time of the year, then so be it. One practical and immediate way of doing this was to curtail the number of holy days, and abolish altogether the communal Michaelmas festivities. Father John Chisholm was ideally placed to do so. Over and above matters of public order and morality, there were incontrovertible financial reasons for the church to terminate the old-style Latha Fhéill Mìcheil in South Uist.

In Barra, as suggested by the local ministers’ reports in the Statistical Accounts, it is likely that the drive within the Catholic hierarchy for national unity, for a church in which ‘all distinction of Highlands and Lowlands should for ever be done away with both in name and in effect’​[82]​, meant that observance of the festival of the island’s unofficial patron St Barr, linked to Michaelmas as part of a week-long celebration, was especially vulnerable. The most significant pressure, however, appears to have been exerted from above. In letters written to the priest of Barra, Father Angus Macdonald (1757–1833), in March and May 1824, the chief, Lieutenant General Roderick MacNeil, peremptorily demanded:

I wish you to effect a great diminution in the number of holydays, and on my way to the Country I shall certainly personally explain my views to the Bishop of Lismore. My anxious wish is to make the people industrious and comfortable, but they must work or they will not do for me. Possessing as you do unbounded influence over your flock, I look to you for the most cordial cooperation.

As to holidays I shall be very explicit; many of them are dispensed with in Catholic countries, this I know from having been a good deal abroad. The Bishop has power to dispense with many of them; particularly those that happen during the kelp and best fishing seasons might be omitted. They are peculiarly grievous in the summer and although I have the greatest respect for the Catholic faith I think it hard that I should suffer loss, and I must candidly tell you that if I don’t experience real and effectual cooperation from the Bishop, and yourself, I will bring in Protestant tenants.​[83]​

As we have seen, MacNeil did indeed settle Protestant tenants in the island shortly afterwards, a crucial factor, according to the Rev. Alexander Nicolson, in the observance of the St Barr’s Day festivities ‘falling greatly into disuse’.​[84]​ We have also seen Carmichael’s statement that the last oda was held in Barra in 1828, probably a specific reference to Latha Fhéill Mìcheil. The great horse-racing festivities in Barra did not survive the middle of the nineteenth century. As in South Uist, it is likely that the custom was already being attenuated, not only because of estate policy and new neighbours, but also because of changing attitudes and a new way of life among the indigenous Catholic population, not to mention renewed financial pressures and the increasing threat of eviction. The relationship between economic change and changes in cultural practice is hardly straightforward; nevertheless, we might tentatively suggest that the transformation of Michaelmas in Catholic South Uist and Barra from being a major public festival, a marker of community identity, to a residual, much more domestic celebration appears to mirror the shift in social organisation from communal townships to crofts.​[85]​

In North Uist, Latha Fhéill Mìcheil festivities lasted longer, into the second half of the nineteenth century. Carmichael records the last major oda as having taken place in 1866, although, as we have seen, a horse race was held on the sands by Taigh a’ Ghearraidh until perhaps as late as 1901. It may appear puzzling that an ostensibly Catholic holy day was celebrated in Protestant North Uist until comparatively recently, but two reasons might explain its survival. Firstly, the recent North Uist Michaelmas was not an island-wide celebration. By the second half of the nineteenth century it was localised in the few villages on the north-west coast of the island still partially operating on a communal basis rather than as purely crofting townships.​[86]​ Secondly, the festivities were associated with a particular local enterprise undertaken at that time of year: the seal hunts on the skerry of Causamul and the small islet of Hàsgeir off the west coast of North Uist. These expeditions were very lucrative to local landlords and tenantry, a source of carr (seal flesh) and oil used in lamps and as an embrocation.

Given the need for favourable weather, suitable tidal conditions, and, probably, the right phase of the moon, it is hardly likely that the seal hunt took place on the same day every year, though the following anonymous memorate recorded by Alexander Carmichael demonstrates that the expedition could be directly associated with Latha Fhèill Mìcheil:

Bha bāl an Griminnis [del: Feasg[ar]] oi[dh]che Lath-fheill-Micheil agus bha moran aig a bhal[.] D’ uair dh-fhas ’ad blath rinn ad eir son dol a ‘bhuala na sgeire’ agus dh-fhalbh ad. Thug ad dhachaidh 80 ron an la-ir na mhaireach.​[87]​

There was a ball in Griminis on Michaelmas night and many people were there. After they warmed up they got ready to go to ‘strike the skerry’, and they left. They took home 80 seals the following day.

The Michaelmas connection is clear in the following items, also from Carmichael’s notebooks:

   Bhitheadh – ‘Cuilein Mhicheil’ – cuilin cho math agus a bhitheadh am measg nan ron eir a rostadh Lath-fheill-Micheil agus eir a chuir eir ceann a bhuird an taigh [del: na] cuirm MhicUistean agus an fheodhain a thainig as a dheigh[.]​[88]​

   ‘Michael’s pup’ – the best pup among the seals – would be roasted at Michaelmas and put at the head of the table at the feast of Mac Ùisdein, and those who succeeded him.

Cuilein Micheil was a choic[e] young seal prepar[e]d roasted on Mich[a]elmas night.​[89]​

The North Uist festivities were considerably shorter, less elaborate, more secular, and much more local in character than the island-wide celebrations in the Catholic communities to the south. The local minister was presented with a cuilean Moire, a ‘pup of Mary’, an offering supposedly originally donated to the priest of Cille Mhoire or Kilmuir Church in Hogha Gearraidh (the oldest church in the island), in return for prayers to ensure the safe return of the seal hunters. By the nineteenth century, however, the minister was said to be given the pup ‘eir son bhi sgriobhadh’ – ‘in return for writing’: in other words, for seal oil to burn in his lamp so he might write his sermons in the winter darkness.​[90]​

The oda or horse-race held at Latha Fhéill Mìcheil on Tràigh Mhoire on the west coast of North Uist was thus part of a complex of cultural practices somewhat different to the festivities held in the Catholic south, and it is not surprising that it was maintained for two or three generations after the demise of the great communal Michaelmas in South Uist and Barra. There, Latha Fhéill Mìcheil became much more a family affair, generally focused upon the baking and consumption of the strùthan. But not all islanders made the Michaelmas bannock. On Miughlaigh at the far southern end of the Outer Hebrides, islanders made cnotag or husked barley on Michaelmas, to add to the chicken soup – eanraich – which was eaten on that day and on Shrove Tuesday. It was only at the beginning of the twentieth century, after the population of Miughlaigh migrated en masse north to the island of Bhatarsaigh, much closer to ‘mainland’ Barra, that islanders began baking strùthain, but in a rather idiosyncratic way: the Bhatarsaigh strùthan was a treacle bannock sandwiched between two ordinary bannocks.​[91]​

At first sight, it might appear that a seemingly divergent custom on an isolated island came to conform with majority practice when islanders relocated to a less remote locale. In actual fact, the regularity is illusory. The new phenomenon, the treacle bannock, might better be compared to the treacle scones then in vogue at Hallowe’en in the Lowlands. At the same time, the strùthan in South Uist had changed dramatically into a special indulgence unrecognisable to previous generations:

By the 1930s the srùdhan was being made with a pound of flour, a teaspoonful of baking-soda, salt, enough sour milk to make a dough, and caraway seeds, currants, or raisins. It was baked and turned on a griddle. The coating consisted of three tablespoons treacle, a tablespoon of sugar, two tablespoons of milk, and as much flour as made a dough that would stick to the bannock.​[92]​

The nineteenth century saw the domestication of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil in South Uist, while the public, communal aspects of the festival were abandoned. Of the various causes responsible for this transformation, economic reasons were fundamental. The individual apparently responsible for its demise, Father John Chisholm, was not only a priest, but an estate factor as well. He was thus a member of a local élite largely not native to the island, men who, in a time of financial crisis, were increasingly unwilling to patronise or countenance a costly and often disorderly local calendar custom. It may well be, however, that island tenantry, especially those occupying small plots of crofting land, were themselves gradually abandoning the communal Michaelmas celebrations. In what was increasingly a struggle for survival, these days were best employed securing the harvest on their own holdings.

 
Conclusions

Alexander Carmichael’s detailed printed account of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil as celebrated in South Uist until the early nineteenth century offers an intriguing example of the problems inherent in sources purporting to describe ‘traditional’ customs and their associated beliefs, especially when recorded before the development of systematic fieldwork methodologies of the early twentieth century. The essay represents an imaginative synthesis of different sources composed at different times and in different places concerning an event which he never witnessed. When his fieldnotes are compared with other sources, disparities between the diverse practices with which the festival was celebrated in different islands are palpable: a diversity arising at least partially in response to the ever-changing socio-economic structures, social institutions, and environmental resources particular to specific eras and specific localities in Hebridean history.

But there are of course other disparities in Carmichael’s notes, between the different perceptions and memories of the participants themselves. The printed account, tailored to one sympathetic interpretation and perspective, smooths this over, as well as obscuring the more raucous, pugnacious, and bawdy aspects of the festivities. Carmichael was certainly not alone in creatively editing, creatively synthesising, and indeed creatively forgetting or ignoring what he heard and observed in his research. Different sectors of the community itself, young or old, rich or poor, men or women, had very different perceptions of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil.​[93]​

Although in particular times and places the ritual calendar may appear rooted, natural, and resilient, far-reaching changes in socio-economic, political, and religious frameworks can swiftly thin it out, interpret it anew, even sweep it away entirely. The South Uist episode involving Colin MacDonald of Boisdale demonstrates how under specific circumstances calendar customs can become freighted with new ideological assumptions putting them at greater risk. Such practices, especially if already on the wane, are also vulnerable to contingent, local incidents, indeed to sheer unadulterated bad luck. In 1960 Nan MacKinnon recounted how young men in Bhatarsaigh used to race with their sweethearts, or cùlagan, riding behind them on the horse. An unlucky cùlag fell off and broke her collarbone, and the custom of the Michaelmas races ceased.​[94]​ In 1958 Peggy MacDonald from Loch Aoineart, South Uist, told how her mother would make a strùthan bannock for each member of the family. One year a piece broke off her brother’s cake, and he died within the year. She never made one again.​[95]​

In this article I have outlined a brief history of the public festival of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil over three centuries. Looking beyond the Gàidhealtachd, what interpretive approaches and perspectives might be employed to place the Hebridean Michaelmas in a wider context? It might be useful here to consider the festival not so much as a residual survival of ancient Celtic cosmological rites, but rather as a set of practices analogous to the numerous harvest festivals, saints’ dedications, fairs, and sites and rituals of exchange of all kinds which were celebrated across Europe between the months of June and October. As we have seen, the putative boundary between community calendar customs and community fairs during the early modern era were rather blurred.​[96]​

More specifically, we might compare the Hebridean Latha Fhéill Mìcheil to English parish ‘wakes’ and Irish ‘patterns’, the dedication feasts of the multitude of saints whose days tend to be scattered throughout the second half of the year, especially during the autumn months of the long corn-harvest when food was plentiful and more money was in circulation. Parallels can also be drawn with the related parish revels, usually focused upon the local churchyard, involving a civic procession, parish sports, then dancing and drinking, often culminating in a ‘revel-rout’ in which violence was expected and indeed eagerly looked forward to. By the early nineteenth century both English wakes and revels and Irish patterns had an unenviable reputation in respectable quarters for drunkenness and debauchery, an ill repute which led to their increasing regulation and, often, termination.​[97]​

It could, of course, be objected that there is only a limited repertoire of communal celebration anyway: no matter where, when, or what, there tends to be a procession, sports, exchanges, dancing, drinking, and an enthusiastic brawl to conclude the night’s entertainment. Nevertheless, I suspect that Latha Fhéill Mìcheil fits rather well with similar communal festivities in the British, Irish, and European mainstream, if we might employ such a term. Why then have the Hebridean Michaelmas ceremonies not been analysed within this broader framework of calendar custom?

Firstly, many folklorists are rather cautious of intruding on alien cultural soil. English folklorists are inclined to take Celtic folklore as a given from printed sources; Celticists, on the other hand, have a propensity to dispense with English evidence altogether. In the particular case of Scotland, it is a challenge for scholars of all disciplines to look past ingrained assumptions concerning rural Gaelic ‘traditionality’ and investigate how new ideas and new patterns of popular belief were continually being developed, transmitted, adopted, appropriated, received, and reinterpreted by different historical actors within the Highlands or from without.

Secondly, it is difficult to draw the necessary comparisons because of a ‘revel-free region’ separating the Hebrides from other regions of Britain and Ireland, an area embracing not only the Scottish Lowlands, but the mainland Scottish Gàidhealtachd as well. Here the consolidation of the reformed religious settlement not only brought most of this genre of church-sanctioned communal activities to an end, but also prevented their development into the forms later documented by early modern chorographers and popular antiquarians.​[98]​ It should be noted, of course, that although local church festivals honouring patron saints would have fallen swiftly into abeyance, secular – or secularised – fairs continued to develop in their place. Across much of the Scottish mainland, then, there is a curious absence of the type of church-sanctioned parish revels and wakes held on saints’ days which were relatively common elsewhere in western Europe. This gap causes Hebridean festivities to appear rather more anomalous than is actually the case, perhaps inviting more ‘Celtic’ cosmological interpretations than may necessarily be justified.​[99]​
 
This interpretive framework not only entails ‘normalising’ the diverse practices associated with Hebridean Michaelmas within the wider context of European calendar customs. Further investigation of popular events such as Latha Fhéill Mìcheil, adapting heuristic tools and methodologies from recently reinvigorated debates concerning popular customary practices in eighteenth- and ninteenth-century England and Ireland, may enable new insights into a crucial period in the history of the western Scottish Gàidhealtachd.​[100]​ The conflict over holy days in late eighteenth-century South Uist, for example, is clearly analogous to the multifarious disputes over customary law in contemporary England. For discontented Hebrideans, however, with no equity or customary law courts to appeal to, the only weapon – and an effective one at that – was the threat of emigration.​[101]​ In the Hebrides and across Europe, the progressive abandonment of many calendar customs reflects a growing need for effective labour discipline, as well as the withdrawal of patronage from popular entertainments by a gentry more demanding of deferential behaviour, less paternalistic, less tolerant of breaches of public order and public morality.​[102]​ Such attitudes were of course mirrored by the local clergy, whether evangelical Protestant or post-Tridentine Catholic, whether English, Irish, or Scottish Gaels.​[103]​ Alexander Carmichael’s idealistic depiction of Michaelmas in the first section of this article could be read as an Outer Hebridean echo of a whole series of laments by nineteenth-century English communal nostalgists for idealised parish revels and church ales.​[104]​ Perhaps paradoxically, looking at an Age of Clearance through the history of leisure and recreation, of festivities and play, allows us better to gauge local tensions and oppositions, reciprocal relationships and customary expectations, better to understand the vigorous and vibrant popular culture of a proletarianised Hebridean peasantry, and, maybe, better to interpret longer-term trends and processes of socio-economic change.

If we adopt such comparative perspectives, what might they suggest to us about the ‘prehistory’ of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil? Modern Hebridean Michaelmas celebrations may well have incorporated archaic elements, but, if we understand it as an outlying example of a whole genre of religiously-sanctioned harvest festivals common across Britain, Ireland, and beyond, then Latha Fhéill Mìcheil may be of comparatively recent origin, perhaps dating to the late medieval period at the earliest. Scholars have attributed the genesis of English church ales – fund-raising feasts for the parish – to the late fifteenth century; the spread of parish wakes seems to have been considerably more recent.​[105]​ Our assessment of the antiquity of the communal Hebridean Michaelmas celebration might depend upon how mainstream and conventional we consider late medieval Catholicism to have been in the Gaelic-speaking regions of Ireland and Scotland.

I would cautiously argue that Latha Fhéill Mìcheil was both less archaic and less ‘Celtic’ than Alexander Carmichael’s account suggests. Its practices, and its history during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, are remarkably similar to those of comparable church festivals further afield. Should we inject a similar note of caution into our interpretation of the festival of Lúghnasa, the closest Irish analogy to Hebridean Michaelmas? Máire MacNeill’s massive compendium on the Irish festival or festivals is a monument of scholarship, but her central theory that the early modern and modern harvest celebrations she catalogues in such fascinating detail somehow represent a direct survival of ancient ‘Lúghnasa’ rites is, to quote Ronald Hutton’s judicious observation, ‘unproven’ at the very least.​[106]​ Upland gatherings and horse-races may well represent ancient survivals among more recently introduced cultural practices. What might be argued, however, is that as a result of economic pressures, social fashions, and work and leisure requirements during the early modern period diverse local celebrations of Irish harvest festivals, saints’ ‘patterns’, and harvest fairs across the country grew alike, perhaps very swiftly indeed through analogical borrowing, and settled into the two Sundays – leisure days free from work – on either side of the traditional quarter day of 1 August, so creating an event apparently more ‘Celtic’ than was warranted by its diverse local origins.​[107]​ The introduction of the potato crop, whose first harvest was around this time of year, may have stimulated this process.

Alexander Carmichael’s elaborate virtuoso account of the Hebridean Michaelmas is one of the most detailed, compelling, and influential descriptions of a ‘traditional’ local calendar custom we have from its time. Carmichael’s narrative also stands out in that, thanks to his own fieldnotes as well as reports by other writers, we are placed in the unusually privileged position of being able to see how one of the major folklorists of the nineteenth century reworked and reimagined the festivities to be a centrepiece of his own personal vision of the people to whose culture he dedicated his life. Disentangling the story of Latha Fhéill Mìcheil allows us to recognise a general truth about the essential hybridity and messiness of historical calendar customs and the diverse cultural practices associated with them. More particularly, it suggests that there are some ‘Celtic’ rituals which can best be interpreted and appreciated by acknowledging on the one hand their particular local inflections and idiosyncrasies, and, on the other, their sharing in a common western European social, religious, and ritual heritage.​[108]​
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